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BACKGROUND
Debate has a long history in education and can be a successful teaching tool in the exploration of information literacy as
well. Writing debate prompts that utilize lived experiences can encourage students to view concepts in the ACRL Framework for
Information Literacy as an extension of their daily lives. Students who engage in debate learn the skills of finding and evaluating
information, but also learn how to use that evidence in constructive arguments. In order to facilitate this experience, I assigned six
debates as a part of a one-credit Introduction to Information Literacy course during the Fall 2016 and Spring 2017 semesters. The
Fall 2016 course was offered online and the Spring 2017 course was offered in-person which allowed me to test this method of
instruction in a variety of formats, both of which will be explored later in this paper.
In order to have a successful classroom debate, the literature makes a number of suggestions that I have found to be true.
Some of these include: establishing an open and respectful environment, establishing ground rules, anticipating issues that student’s
may have interest in, having students conduct research before participating in debates, having students write their views before
engaging in debate, and providing an opportunity to debrief (Fournier-Sylvester, 2013). I will elaborate on many of these suggestions
later in the paper. However, I’d like to start with the suggestion to have students conduct research before participating in class
discussion.
Teaching students to research for debates was a large part of their debate preparation process. Researching for a debate can
be very different from researching for an academic paper. Researching for a debate requires approaching the literature from two
perspectives, and it also requires the student to seek out information based on arguments rather than searching the topic as a whole.
This is also a perfect opportunity for students to learn that different information needs require different search techniques. These
were the guidelines I gave my students:
•
•
•

Come up with your argument first; look for information to support that argument.
Think of arguments you would make if you were on the opposing side; look for information to refute those arguments.
Condense your research into a bulleted list or spreadsheet with statistics and facts, author names, and years.

Preparing students to debate also includes preparing them to speak or write effectively depending on the format of the
debate. For students who would need to speak, I included instruction on ways to incorporate research into a conversation such as
referring to a work by the author’s last name, and by stating your argument first then using facts or statistics to support that
argument. In the online environment, preparing students meant setting up a mock debate forum for them to see what the online
structure would look like. It also required guidelines about the length of entries and ways to cite quickly when typing. After
covering these issues, students were more capable of approaching this difficult assignment with confidence.

FORMATTING A DEBATE FOR THE CLASSROOM
There are a number of elements that make a debate recognizable, but all debates include a few basic elements: clearly
defined sides of the debate, structure of arguments and rebuttals, and how the audience will participate (if at all). I chose to use a
less rigid structure in my Introduction to Information Literacy class by only requiring an opening statement, open discussion, and
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closing statement—none of which were timed. The entire debate was structured for 30 minutes for in-person debates and 50 minutes
for online debates but the actual time varied depending on the quality of the arguments. My students were given a Google spreadsheet
at the beginning of the semester with six debate questions and defined pro and con sides to choose from. By the end of the first
week, students who had not signed up for a debate were assigned one of the remaining slots. Once debate participants were assigned,
I needed to establish what these debates would look like.
Each group of debaters was instructed to prepare an opening and closing statement, as well as to find at least one supporting
source per participant. Some of the debates had two students per side and some had three, so it was important to emphasize that
each student had to find his or her own supporting research. Once each side of the debate made an opening statement, usually only
a paragraph or two in length, we had an open discussion period where either side was able to rebut the arguments of the opposing
team. This period usually lasted about 20 minutes, but if the teams were very engaged and continued to introduce new ideas after
the 20 minutes I allowed the debates to go longer. Once the open discussion period was over, I asked each side to make a closing
argument and then opened the floor for class questions and discussion during the in-person debates; in the online debates, audience
members were only required to vote on the winner.
Audience participation is one aspect of debate that is often excluded in the interest of time or because of the lack of control.
However, I found that audience participation was essential to get the entire class engaged in a topic. In order to accomplish this,
every student that was not participating in the in-person debate was required to submit three questions prior to class. This enabled
me to review the questions before class and identify questions that would highlight concepts that I intended for students to cover
during the debate.
Debate in the Physical Classroom
Debating in the physical classroom is both easier to execute and more difficult to manage for the instructor. In the physical
classroom, it is essential that students be prepared in advance with their arguments. When students come unprepared, the arguments
will dwindle after a few minutes and the debate will become uninteresting for both the participants and the audience. In this situation
it is essential that the instructor be prepared to guide the conversation and the debate. The interchange below is one instance where
this occurred in my classroom during a debate that was focused on plagiarism outside of academia:
Student 1 (Debater): “Something I thought of was personal integrity. You are in the real world and, as a journalism major,
whenever I write is going to affect me…it’s just when you plagiarize someone and someone reads it they think you [wrote]
it. It’s immorally wrong.”
Teacher: “Can you think of an example when plagiarism had no significant consequences in the real world?”
Student 1 (Debater): [no response]
Teacher: “Can anyone think of anything that has happened that had zero consequences?”
Student 2 (Audience Member): “Are you talking about like when Trumps wife did that speech?”
Teacher: “Exactly, were there any consequences other than the moral outrage in that situation?”
During this debate, student 1 was arguing that plagiarism was unethical but not harmful. This team circled back to this
exact statement many times and did not support it with research. As the instructor, I used the notes that I had made before class to
guide their argument and solicit input from the class.
Debate in the Online Classroom
Debate in the online classroom relies on a well-structured interface. I considered using a website that was built for debate,
such as Debate.org, which provides a side-by-side interface, however this website is open to the public and therefore would allow
outside participants. I decided to use the discussion board provided in our learning management software, Desire2Learn, because it
was within the existing course shell and because it was password protected. However, discussion board formatting creates a few
problems for debates. First, discussion boards have a top-down structure which means opening statements would not be clearly
identifiable if posted in the same thread. Second, there were a number of reply buttons within the nesting structure, so if a student
used the wrong reply button, the conversation would be hard to follow. To address these two issues, I asked each team to create a
thread at the beginning of the debate; then each side would be responsible for posting arguments in each other’s thread. This may
not have been the best approach because it required a lot of moving between discussion threads and refreshing screens, but I have
found no other satisfactory solutions for debating online.
Other potential problems when debating online include post length and the realities of asynchronous learning. I did not
want the debates to last an entire week with students writing responses that were excessive in length and difficult to read, so I used
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a Doodle poll to find a time during the week when all participating students could be available. This meant that students had to be
prepared with their arguments and rebuttals at the same time which simulated the experience of the physical classroom. When
moderating on online debate, the instructor has to allow more time for students to respond to one another. Typing and reading take
significantly longer than speaking and listening, so students may need five minutes between responses to read, think, and type. In
one instance, I did have a student who did not participate in their assigned online debate. In this instance, I had to step in as the
opposing team and ask the participating side to answer a few of the major points I had hoped to hear during the debate.

GRADING AND MODERATING DEBATES
Grading and moderating are some of the most common reasons teachers avoid using debate. Disagreement can be
uncomfortable and moderating a debate means encouraging and guiding students through this discomfort. Some of the best practices
I have discovered through moderating debates include making sure to read the materials thoroughly before the debate, preparing a
list of concepts you’d like to hear and prompts for the students if they do not touch on those concepts, and allowing students extra
leeway when making his or her point. One of the hardest skills to master is knowing when a student is capable of explaining a
concept to his or her classmates and when they require help. Having the concepts well-defined before the start of the debate can
help ease this process. In the online environment, this patience is even more necessary. In order to cope with the anticipation, I set
a limit of five minutes of silence or inaccuracy before I would step into a debate. Below is an example of the notes I prepared before
one of the debates. These were the concepts that I listened for during the debate and intended to steer the conversation towards if
students did not discuss these points on their own.

Table 1: Instructor Notes
Debate Question
Does the average college educated employee actually use
research skills on the job?

Instructor Notes
• Basing the research method on the need at hand
• Assessing available information for gaps or weaknesses
• Drawing reasonable conclusions based on research
• Researching to learn vs. researching to prove

Grading debates is another challenging aspect of teaching with debate. For librarians who work with debate clubs or other
extra-curricular groups, grading may not be an issue. However, for librarians who teach credit-bearing classes, having a rubric to
guide your grading is essential. The rubrics for my online and physical classroom debates are included here as Appendix A and
Appendix B respectively. When using these rubrics, I included areas that I thought would be important for me to emphasize, however
I was not strict on the grading. I emphasized during class that constructive discussion was the focus of the debates in order to keep
students focused on that goal instead of the grade they would receive.
Most students got full credit for the respect for the other team, opening statements, and rebuttal categories. The categories
that focused on the use of supporting research and understanding of the topic were the only areas where I felt the need to deduct
points on occasion. In the two instances where I deducted points, it was because students had failed to provide research to back up
their arguments, or showed a consistent lack of understanding of the topic at hand.

LINKING DEBATES TO THE FRAMEWORK
In order to help students understand the depth of the framework concepts we had discussed in class, each debate took place
right after we had discussed its coordinating frame. Every student was expected to read the background article that was assigned to
the debate and either submit questions based on that article, or use that article as a part of their research for the debate. Some of
these concepts were easier for students to grasp, such as the one focusing on plagiarism or the role of journalists. However, students
struggled with the topics that focused on open access publishing and subject headings. These required more informative articles and
more class time dedicated to making sure students understood the nuances of these concepts.
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Table 2: Alignment of Debate Questions to the Framework
Debate Question
Should the united states apply the "right to be forgotten" rule
to US-based companies?

Framework Alignment
Information Creation as a Process

Supporting Article Citation
(Manjoo, 2015)

Does the average college educated employee actually use
research skills on the job?

Research as Inquiry

(Andrus, 2016)

Which system is fairer for classifying information: library of
congress subject headings or hashtags?

Searching is Strategic Exploration

(Editorial Board, 2016)

Is open access publishing a viable alternative to traditional
scholarly publishing?

Information Has Value

(Worlock, 2004)

Do journalists have the responsibility to verify the claims of
scientific articles they report on?

Authority is Constructed and
Contextual

(Godoy, 2015)

Is plagiarism in the real world harmful or simply unethical?

Scholarship as a Conversation

(Goldstein, 2016)

In addition to these questions from my classes, workshop participants were asked to try and develop debate questions on
topics they thought students would find engaging. Workshop participants came up with questions that focused on copyright law and
the severity of plagiarism infractions. Participants were also able to engage in a debate over whether the framework or the standards
were easier to use in instruction. This allowed them to experience debate the same way a student would in information literacy
instruction.

FURTHER APPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION
While the experiences described here were included as a part of a credit-bearing information literacy course, this technique
could be utilized in other library environments to encourage discussion of framework concepts. Many institutions host sponsored
debates or have a debate-focused organization. When this is the case, librarians can be valuable partners in helping students learn
how to research for a debate setting, synthesize information to be accessed quickly during a debate, or even serve as moderators.
Debate is a unique tool for getting students to engage in disagreement in a constructive way which, though uncomfortable, is an
important skill for information literate graduates.

REFERENCES
Andrus, S. (2016, June 29). Research skills, transferable skills, and the new academic imperative. OUPblog. Retrieved from
http://blog.oup.com/2016/06/research-skills-epigeum/
Editorial

Board. (2016, June 20). A fight over ‘aliens.’ The New
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/06/20/opinion/a-fight-overaliens.html?ref=topics&_r=3&mtrref=topics.nytimes.com&assetType=opinion

York

Times.

Retrieved

from

Fournier-Sylvester, N. (2013). Daring to Debate: Strategies for teaching controversial issues in the classroom. College
Quarterly, 16(3). Retrieved from http://collegequarterly.ca/2013-vol16-num03-summer/fournier-sylvester.html
Godoy, M. (2015, May 28). Why a journalist scammed the media into spreading bad chocolate science. NPR. Retrieved from
http://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2015/05/28/410313446/why-a-journalist-scammed-the-media-into-spreading-badchocolate-science
Goldstein, A. (2016, June 27). New public school superintendent’s resume puts plagiarism in spotlight. Pittsburgh Post-Gazette.
Retrieved from http://www.post-gazette.com/local/city/2016/06/27/New-public-school-superintendent-s-resume-putsplagiarism-in-spotlight/stories/201606260158
Manjoo,

F. (2015, August 5). ‘Right to be forgotten’ could spread. New York Times. Retrieved from
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/06/technology/personaltech/right-to-be-forgotten-online-is-poised-to-spread.html?_r=0

Worlock, K. (2004). The pros and cons of open access. Nature. Retrieved from
http://www.nature.com/nature/focus/accessdebate/34.html
60

LOEX-2017

-BAREFOOT-

APPENDIX A
Online Debate Rubric
Criteria

0 Credit

Partial Credit

Full Credit

Respect for Other Team
5 pts

Uses disrespectful language

----------------

Uses respectful language

Opening and Closing
statements
10 pts

Does not make either an
opening or closing statement

Lacks either an opening or
closing statement or
statements are confusing or
uses poor grammar

Makes a clear opening and
closing statement

Rebuttal
5 pts

Does not respond to each
argument that is made against
his or her side

Only responds to a few
arguments made against his
or her side

Does respond to every
argument that is made
against his or her side

Use of
Facts/Statistics
15 pts

Does not cite facts or
statistics from supporting
informational sources

Cites information, but does
not give the full citation on
D2L for class to follow up
on the source

Cites supporting
information and provides a
full correct citation

Understanding of Topic
15 pts

Shows a consistent
misunderstanding of the topic
at hand

Shows a understanding of
the topic, but goes off-topic
in arguments or rebuttals

Shows and understanding
of the debate topic and
stays on-topic through the
debate.
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APPENDIX B
In-person Debate Rubric
Criteria

0 Credit

Partial Credit

Full Credit

Respect for Other Team
5 pts

Uses disrespectful language

----------------

Uses respectful language

Opening and Closing
statements
10 pts

Does not make either an
opening or closing statement

Lacks either an opening or
closing statement or
statements are confusing.

Makes a clear opening and
closing statement

Rebuttal
5 pts

Does not respond to
arguments made against his
or her side

Responses to arguments are
unclear or repetitive

Use of
Facts/Statistics
15 pts

Does not cite facts or
statistics from supporting
sources verbally or does not
submit the PDF or URL into
the assignment dropbox.

Cites information, but does
not submit the PDF or URL
into the assignment
dropbox.

Responds to every
argument that is made
against his or her side in a
clear and focused manner
Cites supporting
information and provides a
the PDF or URL in the
assignment dropbox

Understanding of Topic
15 pts

Shows a consistent
misunderstanding of the topic
at hand

Shows a understanding of
the topic, but goes off-topic
in arguments or rebuttals
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Shows and understanding
of the debate topic and
stays on-topic through the
debate.
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